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Ruin Lust and the Council Estate: Nostalgia and Ruin in Arinze Kene’s God’s Property
Katie Beswick, Drama Department, Queen Mary University of London
Arinze Kene’s domestic drama, God’s Property (Soho Theatre 2013), is set on a council estate in Deptford, South East London in 1982. The play focusses on the aftermath of longstanding racial tensions in the area that led to the 1981 Brixton Riots - a series of violent confrontations between the police and, primarily, members of the local African-Caribbean community. This article positions the council estate as an archetypal contemporary ruin. I provide an analysis of God’s Property, which examines the complexities thrown up by the paradoxical estate narratives of nostalgia and ruin and the particular complications that the historical and current context of race and racial difference in South East London adds to these narratives. I offer an autoethnographic reading of the performance, framing my analysis within a lived understanding of South East London. In this way, I propose that the council estate setting of the play coupled with the realist detail in which the domestic space was depicted evoked a complex nostalgic affect that we might consider within a paradigm of ruin aesthetics.
*
‘To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it the way it really was. It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger.’ (Benjamin 1969: 254)
*
Ruins are, as Brian Dillon notes, sites that function as a reminder of the past, while, paradoxically, casting us ‘forward in time’. The ruin, Dillon argues, ‘predicts a future in which our present will slump into similar disrepair or fall victim to some unforeseeable calamity’ (2011: 10). In twenty-first century Britain, the Brutalist social housing estate, or ‘council estate’, serves an archetypal contemporary ruin. The physical spaces of abandoned housing projects, of once fêted tower blocks in the process of demolition, are documented and recalled by visual artists, novelists and theatre makers, continuing a long tradition of ‘ruinenlust’ - a German term that scholar Rose Macaulay used to describe the lingering fascination with ruin that persisted in literature and art throughout the modern period (1953: 76). 
Although Macaulay situated the ruinenlust phenomena in the modern period, the title of the Tate’s 2014 ‘Ruin Lust’ exhibition, which brought together arts practices depicting ruins from the Renaissance to the present day, drew on Macaulay’s use of the term, suggesting that nostalgic conceptions of ruination continue to influence contemporary artists (Terziyska 2015). In ‘Ruin Lust’, modernist council estates dominated late twentieth and early twenty-first century British works. The exhibition included Rachel Whiteread’s Demolished series (1996), documenting the destruction of tower blocks on three Hackney estates; Kevin Coventry’s Heygate Estate (1995), a painting depicting the estate’s buildings as thick black geometric lines, like a pared back map of its foundations; Inventory’s Estate Map (1999), a reclaimed metal map taken from the Marquess Road Estate in Islington, overwritten with a poetic rant against the state of the social housing system; and Laura Oldfield Ford’s drawings of Brutalist architecture including the now-demolished Ferrier Estate.
Arinze Kene’s God’s Property was performed at the Soho theatre in 2013 and produced by Talawa Theatre Company, Soho Theatre and The Albany. It is set in the kitchen of a flat on fictional council estate, in Deptford, South East London. It takes place in the aftermath of the 1981 Brixton riots, and centres on the story of mixed-race brothers Chima and Onochie.
 It is 1982, mixed-race Chima returns home after serving a prison sentence for the murder of his white girlfriend, Poppy. He discovers his mother gone and his brother Onochie, who is also mixed race, rejecting his ethnic heritage. Oncochie is a member of a skinhead gang and is dating Holly a white girl who is, coincidently, godsister to Chima’s deceased girlfriend. Chima asks Onochie to keep his return a secret, as he knows he will be killed if Poppy’s family find out he is on the estate. Onochie agrees, but Holly discovers Chima’s identity and threatens to expose him. Chima restrains her, but she eventually escapes. Soon, Poppy’s brother Liam arrives at the flat, telling Chima that his father is waiting outside with ‘twelve of Deptford’s most armsy hottin’ up yer back door’ (Kene 2013: 74). In the ensuing confrontation between Liam and Chima we discover it was not Chima who killed Poppy after all – it was Poppy’s father, who killed her accidently, incensed that she was pregnant with a black man’s baby. Liam admits that he knew this and he leaves, but tells Chima that he can’t stop his father and the growing crowd outside, who will burn them out if necessary. The play ends with Onochie and Chima playing reggae music, drinking and smoking; they are united as a family as they await the eruption of violence from outside. As the play reaches its climax, the violent racism that infects the estate threatens to bring ruin upon Chima and Onochie’s household. 
As I will discuss in more detail below, estates are regularly framed as sites of crime and danger. London estates are particularly implicated in discourses surrounding black gang violence, and are often called into play in media rhetoric surrounding large-scale moments of civil unrest – such as the 2011 riots. The council estate is, symbolically and conceptually, a generic ‘place’, with a fixed identity that is often evoked in discourses of social ruin and ruination. Although the estate in the play is not depicted in ruins - indeed the stage drama offers a nostalgic, realist ‘kitchen sink’ rendering of a domestic, working class space - the stage design, in which the estate is always visible through the kitchen window, and the stage drama, which concerns the personal past and future ‘ruin’ of individual characters, worked within a dialectical paradigm that I propose constitutes a form of ruin aesthetics. 
The form of ruin aesthetics that I propose involves the stage space operating as a ‘dialectical landscape’ (Smithson in Dillon 2011: 14), which uses the ‘ruined resources of the past to imagine or re-imagine the future’ (Dillon 2011: 18). In his postmodern essay ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic’ (1967) Robert Smithson argues for the inevitability of entropy. For Smithson, landscapes are a set of ‘ruins in reverse’ (72), where even the unbuilt structures of an imagined city suggest the ‘memory traces of an abandoned set of futures’ (72). In a later essay, Smithson proposes that topographical landscapes facilitate a dialectical conversation between the past and the future. For Smithson, the dialectical landscape is ‘a process of ongoing relationships existing in a physical region’ (1973: 119). ‘Dialectics of this type’, Smithson argues, ‘are a way of seeing things in a manifold of relations, not as isolated objects’ (119). In this article, I use Smithson’s concept of the dialectical landscape to conceptualise the estate on stage. I propose that in God’s Property the estate on stage serves as an emblem for the estate as ruin. That is, the on-stage landscape - a fictional rendering of an archetypal estate - encompasses the complex ‘manifold relations’ of the council estate’s chequered history, and of the history of South East London, where the play was set. I discuss both of these elements in more detail below. 
In God’s Property, then, the dialectical landscape facilitated a complex interplay between two key elements: the estate as a paradoxical and metaphorical site of nostalgia and ruin, and the current and historical context of racism and racial difference in South East London. The dialectical interplay between these elements operated to emphasise that the conditions of the past resonate in the present moment and pose a threat to the future. 
Below, I describe my autoethnographic approach to this article, offer a contextual overview of the generic council estate as a site of ruin and nostalgia and provide a brief history of race and racism in South East London, before offering an analysis of God’s Property. I illustrate how the ruin aesthetic associated with estates might serve as a useful dialectical tool for drawing upon historic events in order to bring the conditions of the present into sharp focus.    
Methodology: An Auto-ethnographic Approach
I was born and grew up in South East London and, although I have periodically lived elsewhere, I have kept close ties with the area and with family and friends who live there. My lived experience of South East London profoundly shaped my understanding of God’s Property and added a complexity to my reading of the performance that necessitates acknowledgement. Autoethnographic research and writing ‘seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)’ (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011). In keeping with this broad definition of autoethography, my foregrounding of South East London as a central and important aspect of the ruin aesthetics at play in God’s Property is at once a subjective reading based on my intimate knowledge of the area, and a scholarly frame I am placing over the performance in order to understand its cultural significance. An autoethnographic approach to writing about estates has recently been adopted by several writers and scholars concerned with estate experience, notably Lynsey Hanley in her 2007 book Estates: An Intimate History and Lisa McKenzie in Getting By: Estates, Class and Culture in Austerity Britain (2015).
Theatre scholars have increasingly pointed to the importance of an individual’s background and embodied experience in conditioning their reading of performance works (Freshwater 2009, McKinney 2013), however, we often remain reluctant to draw close attention to the ways that our personal histories construct and limit our analyses. In many respects this is with good reason: academic research requires rigour and objectivity and there is a danger that relying on personal experience might lead to an overreliance on anecdotal data which undermines the overall rigour of the discipline. However, I am interested in the ways theatre scholars might mediate between our loci as both objective ‘experts’ and ‘ordinary’ subjective spectators attending and receiving performance works within the context of our specific social, cultural and ethnic positions (Freshwater 2009: 4). This article, then, is both performance scholarship in its own right and an attempt to heed Roland Barthes’ call to focus ‘upon the work of interpretation being done by the reader and consider how their understanding of the meaning of an individual texts is dependent upon a broader ‘intertextual’ network’ (Freshwater 2009: 12).   
The reading of God’s Property that I offer below has undoubtedly been influenced by my personal experience of the rich ‘text’ of South East London and by texts about estates, some of which I refer to below. The nature of my analysis and the conclusions I draw emerge, to a large extent, from my embodied experience of the spaces and places of South East London. In referring to my experience of the area, and to films, media and visual art about estates and South East London, I attempt to draw attention to the way my lived experience as a white, South East London native, is intertextually layered, and how this intertextuality interrupted my viewing of the performance. My autoethnographic approach is an acknowledgement that the reading I offer here is necessarily subjective and in process. Such an acknowledgement is especially necessary in the context of ruin studies, where, as cultural geographers Caitlin DeSilvey and Tim Edensor note, the ceaseless process of ruination means that ruins are subject to ‘oscillating identities’ which ‘ensure that no stabilized meaning can endure unchallenged’ (2013: 479).
Council Estate as Ruin
‘The word ‘Council estate’ is a term I use here to encompass both the physical sites of large British housing estates as well as their fraught reputation in the public imagination. Social housing in the UK has a long and complex history, the intricate details of which are beyond the scope of this article [{note}]​[1]​. However, suffice it to say, large-scale housing projects, colloquially known as ‘council estates’, were introduced in the early twentieth century and the mass-building of modernist estates took place between the from the 1950s until about the late 1970s. [{note}]​[2]​ Although estate spaces are now often stigmatised as sites of poverty, crime and violence (McKenzie 2015), as Montgomery (2011) points out, mass provision of council housing in the UK was initially conceived as a utopian ideal. The Brutalist estates of the mid-twentieth century were an attempt to build a new world from the ruins of World War Two, when heavy bombing had destroyed many of Britain’s towns and cities. Their ‘failure’ was a result of poor implementation of the visions of architects such as Le Corbusier, van der Rohe and Gropius, with ‘cheap, system-built council buildings of the 1960s and 1970s [that] were poorly designed— barely designed at all in many cases’ (447). This poor implementation arguably accelerated the dystopian view of council estates that has to come to dominate these spaces, with the collapse in May 1968 of Ronan Point, a twenty-two storey tower block in Newham East London widely believed to have been the tipping point in public opinion, which began ‘to turn decisively against council estate modernism’ (Montgomery 2011: 446). Ronan Point served as the first iconic, literal estate ‘ruin’; its collapse marks the decline of the estate in the public imagination in the UK. 

Alison Ravetz’s assertion that ‘there can be few British people unable to recognize what is or is not a council estate’ (2001: 177) points to the estate’s contentious position in the British cultural imagination. In popular discourse, the term ‘council estate’ is often used to intensify anxieties about gang-violence, inner city crime and the welfare state; for example political and media rhetoric often focus on the archetypal caricature of the unemployed, benefit claiming council estate tenant to justify welfare reform – despite the fact that many estates are in fact mixed tenure, with private renters and owner occupiers living among social renters. The generic, modernist estate therefore serves as an archetypal contemporary ‘new ruin’ (DeSilvey and Edensor 2013). As I propose above, a ruin narrative can be read onto individual estates even though they may not be in a state of actual ruination. 

In artworks, estates function in terms of what Dillon might call a ‘terminal motif’ (2011: 10), that is, even in their pre-ruined state estate remind us of the end-point of twentieth century modernism; they are symbolic of the failure of the mass social housing project. Encapsulating decline and decay, estate artworks illustrate DeSilvey and Edensor’s assertion that the term ‘ruin’ refers both to objects and processes (2013: 466). Artworks concerned with estate demolition, such as Whiteread’s and Oldfield-Ford’s, mentioned above, document and illustrate the way that estates have come to serve as generic archetypal symbols of ruin, but also illustrate how specific estates have an individualised local identity. The dialectical interplay between the specific and the general is important, and points to the ‘enduring and complex’ (DeSilvey and Edensor 2013: 465) nature of ruin aesthetics in which ruins might ‘serve as emblematic sites at which to recast our relationship with the past, and our understandings of temporality’ (471).

Oldfield-Ford’s drawing Ferrier Estate (2010) holds a particular and specific resonance for me. I grew up two miles from the Ferrier Estate and my brothers went to the school beside it. The vast, iconic feature of the local landscape was the stuff of home-grown legend. Memories of the Ferrier were evoked for me by the set of God’s Property, where the sprawling fictional, Brutalist estate on which the play was set was just visible through the window and the open back-door. The (now demolished) Ferrier was located just a mile and half from Deptford. It had famously served as the set for the cult British film Nil By Mouth and stories of crime on and around the estate, particularly relating to violence and racial tension, circulated in the local culture. The estate’s poor reputation, coupled with increasing disrepair caused by neglect from the local council, led to a regeneration project; [{note}] ​[3]​. Residents were removed in phases between 2004 and 2011 and parts of the estate stood empty and abandoned until the demolition was completed in 2012.
Dillon proposes that the ruin is both an object and a motif; and that it stands ‘in relation to its surroundings’ (2014: 36). In its ruined, pre-demolished state, as presented by Oldfield Ford, the Ferrier was a reminder of the local economic and social difficulties that had contributed to the estate’s failure. However, Ferrier Estate also calls upon the concept of the estate-as-ruin to suggest something of wider systemic failures, for example, of the welfare state to provide long-term sustainable, permanent homes for low income individuals and families. The eighteenth century politician and writer Thomas Whately wrote that, ‘at the sight of a ruin, reflections on the change, the decay and desolation before us, naturally occur; and they introduce a long succession of others, all tinctured with that melancholy which these have inspired’ (in Dillon 2011: 12). For me, Oldfield Ford’s work evoked a particular kind of longing and despair, tied up with a nostalgic longing for my childhood and defiance in the face of the ongoing gentrification of London, in which the investment property market has inflated house prices, making it increasingly difficult for low and average income Londoners such as myself to afford to live in the city where we were born. The character of this longing and defiance in the face of despair is scrawled across Oldfield Ford’s drawing: the stark, dilapidated building is overwritten with luminous graffiti, as if to suggest the disobedience and survivorship of residents in the face of inevitable destruction. 
Estate Nostalgia
Nostalgia is often bound up with notions of ‘community’ (in the sense of ‘being together’) and sociability; indeed, the social aspect of the council estate is an important part of its cultural history. The phrase ‘council estate’ embodies notions of the social (even in accusations of its social failure): these spaces, at least ostensibly, were intended to promote social interaction and sociability - particularly the iconic modernist estates which often drew on Le Corbusier’s vision of urban housing which would improve living conditions for the working classes. The term nostalgia is often evoked in relation to council estate communities in order to suggest that mostly unrealistic, romantic reconstructions of the past structure feelings of insecurity which result in a fractured and anti-social present. As Zygmunt Bauman suggests, longing for ‘community’ is unrealistic: ‘community stands for the kind of world which is not, regrettably, available to us - but which we would dearly wish to inhabit and which we hope to repossess’ (Bauman 2001: 3). The word nostalgia, as Sally Mackey and Anthony Whybrow define, is tied up with an eternal longing to return to a place of safety (2007: 3).

Despite being a reminder of the possibility of annihilation, as Dillion (2011) suggests, the term ‘ruin’ evokes ‘Romantic and nostalgic feelings’ (13). Ruin aesthetics might thus be understood as a three-way dialectical exchange between nostalgic conceptions of the past, the horrors of that past’s reality in the present? and the past’s threat to the future. Ben Jones (2010) has demonstrated how nostalgic reconstructions of an idyllic past are presumed to feature in the way in which working class communities construct their identity. He argues that working class communities and individuals often leverage nostalgia to offer counter-narratives to dominant, stigmatising discourse. Steve Ball’s film Concrete Heartland (2014) documents the destruction of the Heygate estate in Southwark, creating a dialectical interplay between nostalgia and horror. Ball layers resident’s memories of a once vibrant estate with details of the official processes by which the Heygate was sold to private developers and images of the estate in various stages of decline. At a recent screening Ball proposed that the film draws on nostalgic conceptions of the Heygate to serve as a ‘thorn in the side’ to the local council and developers who have displaced the estate community. 

Race, Racism and Racial Difference in South East London
The sociologist Les Back argues that racial difference effectively ‘maps’ the city space, and that ‘urban districts are the canvas on which racist fears are inscribed’ (2005: 19). South East London is a region of Greater London comprising five boroughs: Bexley, Bromley, Greenwich, Lewisham and Southwark. The area has a long history of racial tension, and racism and concurrent resistance to racism can, indeed, be traced over the region like a map. 
Brixton is situated in Lambeth, slightly to the west of Peckham and just over the border into South West London. The 1981 riots were the result of tensions between the local African Caribbean community and the police, culminating in ‘Bloody Saturday’ (TIME 1981) where, according to official accounts, over 200 police officers and more than 45 members of the public sustained serious injury. In 1987, at the east side of South East London, at the border between Greenwich and Bexley, the BNP set up a headquarters in Wickham Lane, Welling. Many pubs across Greenwich borough had been frequented by National Front and unaffiliated racist groups since the 1970s, and the BNP capitalised on the area’s racist reputation. According to statistics released by Greenwich council and quoted in The Socialist Newspaper there was a 200 per cent increase in racist attacks in the borough in the years after the BNP became active in Welling (Austin 2009), the most famous of which was the murder of teenager Stephen Lawrence in April 1993.  
Lawrence was stabbed to death at a bus stop in Eltham, Greenwich. Both Lawrence and the five prime suspects in the case, two of whom were convicted of the murder in 2012, lived and had been educated in South East London. The death of Lawrence, and the subsequent campaign for justice lead by his parents, had significant consequences for the British justice system, and for the anti-racist movement. Simon Cottle notes that
[t]he killing prompted widespread re-examination of questions of (in)justice, cultural identity, and continuing racism in British society, and it eventually initiated processes of institutional reflexivity, including government policies targeting institutional racism within Britain's most powerful organizations of state and civil society.
										(2004: 1)
In addition to its national impact, the murder had a lasting and tangible bearing on the area and its residents. It incited anti-racist campaigns and community initiatives such as the ‘Shut Down the BNP’ protest in 1993 and the annual ‘Anti-Racist Festival’, held on Plumstead Common throughout the late 1990s and into the 2000s. In 2008 the ‘Stephen Lawrence Centre’ was opened as a ‘living memorial’ (Hayes 2008) to the teenager. But, although racism is certainly less visible in the area now than it was in the late twentieth century, the murder escalated racist sentiment in some quarters, too: a memorial plaque at the spot where Lawrence was killed has been repeatedly vandalised; and a week after the Stephen Lawrence centre was opened it was targeted for the fourth time by vandals who smashed plate-glass windows. There has been ongoing local debate about whether such acts of vandalism constitute racism and unsubstantiated but lasting speculation as to Lawrence’s involvement in crime, which operationalises cultural stereotypes of black men as criminal and violent to suggest Lawrence in some way deserved his fate. In a 2013 edition of the BBC programme Crimewatch, calling for new leads in the case, a police officer reassured the local public that Lawrence had categorically not been involved in drug dealing.
The impact of the Lawrence case on South East London and its residents is difficult to summarise, but is widely referenced in official accounts of the murder and its aftermath and is so significant that when the 2011/12 trial was held, some eighteen years after the murder had taken place, the judge decreed that nobody who lived in any of the five boroughs could serve on the jury (Cheston 2011). The case marks a significant point on the map of local history and has left deep scars on the psychic landscape. In 2013, when the soldier Lee Rigby was murdered in Woolwich by two men of African descent, claiming to have acted in response to the British army’s involvement in wars against Islamic nations, local online message boards and social media sites angrily recalled the national public outcry against the Lawrence murder. These online discussions were peppered with suggestions that the government’s refusal to label Rigby’s murder as a racist crime suggested inverse racism. These seemingly irrational responses to the Rigby murder point to the simmering, racial tension which, with growing economic inequality and the rise of far right political parties such as UKIP across the UK and Europe, threatens to erupt at any moment.
Ruin Lust: God’s Property
The notion of ‘ruin’, of the spectre of the past gone to seed, is the undercurrent that drives the plot of God’s Property. Haunted by the shadow of the deceased Poppy, Chima and Ochnocie’s family is torn apart – their mother has left and both brothers are angry and suspicious. However, in his recollections of their childhood Chima recalls a Chima’s once glorious life has been destroyed by a teenage relationship and he is intent on destroying his brother’s relationship too, sure as he is that it will end in disaster. The stage direction given at the start of the play points to the ominous tone of inevitable destruction that is at work throughout the production:
The sense of a growing number of dogs should be felt in the background, particularly in scenes four and five [the penultimate and final scenes].
									(Kene 2013: 3)
This sense of past glory and past and future ruin, the interplay between nostalgia and horror, is further evoked by the stage design, which is a hyper-realist reconstruction of working class space that points to other constructions of working class spaces in popular ‘council estate’ texts. The lurid, brown and yellow curtains, grimy net curtains and the 1970s wallpaper with its dated brown pattination reminded me of both the exaggerated realism of the Peckham flat in the iconic sitcom Only fools and Horses, and the muted, gritty interior scenes of Nil By Mouth. The hyper-realism of the set design provoked an intense nostalgic affect for me; the print on the crockery in Chima and Onichie’s kitchen almost exactly matched the print on a set of crockery my grandmother used in her kitchen throughout my childhood. Although this nostalgic affect was a highly personal response to the stage materials, it was clear that the print on the curtains, lino and crockery had been carefully and knowingly selected. These were typical prints for interior decoration throughout the late 1970s period, and likely familiar to anyone who had inhabited British working-class space in the 1970s and 1980s (hence the reason similar prints were used in Only Fools and Horses and Nil By Mouth). Thus the selection and use of these specific, popular prints was, I suggest, a deliberate method through which the design attempted to evoke a nostalgic response. 
IMAGE: CHIMA, ONOCHIE LIAM KITCHEN (Photo credit: God’s Property by Talawa Theatre Company, Soho Theatre and The Albany. Photo by Helen Maybanks.)  
Through an open door at the back of the stage and through the windows over the sink, the sprawl of the huge Brutalist council estate where the play is set were visible. As I suggested above, the fictional on-stage estate reminded me of the Ferrier, but it might also recall other estates across London that have similarly been subject to stigma, disrepair demolition and ‘regeneration’. Although set specifically in Deptford, the references to local neighbourhoods such as Brixton, Lewisham and New Cross implicate the wider area in the narrative; substantial local events, particularly the nationally significant Lawrence murder, bubble, almost perceptibly, under the surface of the fictional narrative.




The ‘ruin aesthetic’ I describe above points to the social damage caused by racism and unconscious racial prejudice. The dialectical landscape in God’s Property disrupts the play’s nostalgic tincture, highlighting the racial binary though which nostalgia sometimes operates.  As cultural theorist Steven Garner points out, racist far right political groups such as the BNP often frame their policies as an attempt to preserve a (superior) white British culture that is ‘under threat from minorities’:

What is important for us to grasp is the way that the discourse of ‘new racism’ wields the power to enact constrained and sublimated violence: a discourse that hinges on an assumed membership of a culture amongst its audience, the perception that this culture is threatened, and upon a belief that ‘white’ European/Christian North American culture is superior.
								(Garner 2010: 134)

In God’s Property nostalgia is constantly interrupted by reminders of divisive conceptions of race that have circulated in areas such as South East London, where ‘whiteness’ is often aligned with respectability.   

Onochie has a shaved head, and is dressed in a ‘skinhead’ uniform: a collared, short-sleeved shirt over which he wears black braces. His stonewashed jeans are rolled up to reveal cherry-red lace-up Dr Marten boots. Chima chastises his brother for attempting to fit in with the local racists, explaining how his own attempts to assimilate proved futile. 

	CHIMA. You’re dressed like that for what?
	ONOCHIE: Like ‘ow?
	CHIMA: Like a racist.
	ONOCHIE: A skinhead. It’s a way of life.
	CHIMA: I know what a skinhead is. Ten years ago, this was me.
	ONOCHIE. Dressed like a racist, as yer so put it. 
	CHIMA. Didn’t know it at the time. 
Wore stuff like what you’re wearing right now. Bought mine from the Bach Lever on the high street there. Passed it by yesterday on my way to the market getting all this – (Re: groceries.) Somehow you’re dressed exactly like the mannequin in the shop window there.
ONOCHIE. What yer getting to?
CHIMA. The desire to camouflage. Just saying I wore that too. Thought it’d relieve some of the pressure with living round here. Wanted to fit in. Camouflage into my surroundings. Called myself a skinhead.
								(Kene 2013: 18)

The above exchange mobilises the historical and current context of race and racial difference in South East London. The phrase ‘living round here’, points to the fractured racial history of the specific area. However, the reference to the dated ‘skinhead’ fashion in the dialogue also highlights how far away we’ve moved from the overtly and visibly racist culture of the recent past. The scene serves as warning to the danger of nostalgic conceptions of white masculinity that underpin the rhetoric of far right parties such as UKIP and the BNP. 

IMAGE: ONOCHIE SKINHEAD (Photo credit: God’s Property by Talawa Theatre Company, Soho Theatre and The Albany. Photo by Helen Maybanks.)  

In Scene Three, after Chima has cooked Onochie’s girlfriend, Holly, a Nigerian meal, there is a confrontation between Chima and Holly, after she laughingly tells him that eating with her hands made her feel like an ‘animal’. Their disagreement highlights the ways in which insidious racism operates through unconscious assumptions of white superiority:

CHIMA. So what do you eat every day? 
HOLLY. (shrugs), Dunno
CHIMA. You don’t know?
HOLLY: Ono, what do I eat?
ONOCHIE: Fish and chips – let’s get on, I’ll walk yer back.
HOLLY. (to CHIMA). Yeah whatever’s around I guess.
CHIMA. So you eat that with cutlery then – knife and fork.
HOLLY. No.
CHIMA. But I thought you said you don’t eat with your hands –
HOLLY. Well it’s fish and chips…
CHIMA. Right.
HOLLY….come on.




Holly’s refusal to accept that there is no tangible difference between using her hands to eat fish and chips and using them to eat ‘African food’ highlights the way that similar cultural practices are regularly contextualised through unconscious assumptions about the inherent superiority of ‘white’ cultural practices. The potentially nostalgic reference to the traditional ‘British’ dish of fish and chips, serves as a reminder that, as Watson and wells point out, ‘nostalgia can perform the function of whitewashing the past and of producing a collective memory that reflects only some peoples’ lives’ (Watson and Wells 2006: 20).  

Race, Nostalgia and Respectability  

Sociologist James Rhodes (2011) argues that the white male boxer typifies conceptions of ‘respectable’ working class masculinity. He uses the World Boxing Association’s former welterweight champion Ricky Hatton to illustrate how masculinity and race intersect in the media’s construction of class, and particularly in the intersections between class and masculinity. Rhodes unfolds the central role of space in constructions of class, noting that ‘Hatton’s working class background is signalled both through the “working class” nature of his hometown of Manchester and the fact that he grew up on a public housing estate’ (357). Rhodes’ work points to the way in which working class council estate men are often nostalgically constructed as hypermasculine: strong, tough and potentially violent. He claims that the conception of white masculinity portrayed by the boxer is often evoked to construct notions of respectability, where, ‘“respectability” is about exhibiting the “right” combination of gendered and classed identity that leads to the “hero” being construed as unambiguously “White”’ (361). Rhodes work on whiteness and respectability also points to the way that contemporary working class black masculinities are constructed as deviant. 

In God’s Property this uncomfortable tension between black working class and white working class masculinity are confronted through Chima’s criticism of Onochies’ skinhead gang membership. Chima chides Onochie for failing to join the Brixton riots. He points out that Onochie must camouflage himself as a white racist to fit into the local culture and present himself as respectable. He argues that instead Onochie should embrace his Nigerian heritage and join the struggle against the police and the racist system. He recalls a series of racist slurs to remind his brother that because is only ‘half’ white, he will never be viewed by his peers as ‘unambiguously’ respectable. 
CHIMA. They’re our people.
	ONOCHIE: They ain’t my people…/you’re just looking for trouble.
CHIMA: You’re telling me you haven’t been called a monkey or seen it happen –
















The notion of white racist respectability – suggested by Onochie’s longing to identify as white - is undermined by the litany of racist slurs, which accurately recall the racist language of the area during the era, and disturb the poetry of the well-observed dialogue. Hearing these familiar racial slurs in the accent I associate with home, the accent I speak in, was a deeply uncomfortable experience. This discomfort was exacerbated by the growing baying of dogs offstage, and the eventual realisation that Chima had served a prison sentence for Poppy’s father, a racist who would happily have killed him. The reminder of the reality of historical and current endemic racism interrupted the nostalgic effect of the stage design and demonstrated the risk that reductive nostalgic narratives potentially pose in shoring up existing racial tensions. 
Conclusion
In God’s Property the interplay between past, present and future, facilitated by the ever-present on-stage ‘ruin’, interrupted the potentially reductive nostalgic elements of the performance. The dialectical landscape created a nostalgic affect in which the horrors of the past and their threat to the future are brought into sharp focus. This affect occurred for me as a visceral response to the performance in which personal experiences, significant national and local events and intertexual references interrupted the narrative to layer it with meaning. 
In a recent talk at Queen Mary University London, Laura Oldfield Ford described the aesthetic affect of her Brutalist drawings as ‘revenge nostalgia’. The ‘revenge’ in this useful phrase highlights the political quality of estate artworks; it suggests that nostalgia is not necessarily reductive and can, in fact, be leveraged to offer complex, oppositional depictions of working class communities that counter dominant and dangerous political ideologies. ‘Revenge nostalgia’ is useful in describing the affective qualities of the interplay between the specific and general, in which nostalgia for this place is co-opted to facilitate a social critique that impacts other spaces and places, in one way or another. While Oldfield Ford’s work highlights how governments have systematically destroyed and displaced working class communities, God’s Property’s ‘revenge’ affect draws attention to the racist echoes which reverberate through contemporary far-right rhetoric. The play illustrates how ruin aesthetics can enable a powerful means of social critique; it offers a vital reminder of the past in the present moment when – with, the rise of right wing political parties throughout Europe - racial difference threatens to become a point of tension through which national and international relations are played out.
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^1	  See Power 1999 and Ravetz 2001 for an extended discussion of the council estate’s history. 
^2	  However, these dates oversimplify a more complex history. The introduction of estates to the UK was a gradual process, which Alison Ravetz (2001) traces from the mid 1840s. State-subsidised housing projects continue to the present day - although these contemporary examples tend to differ from the 20th Century projects in that the latter are often implemented and managed by private companies, who are offered subsidies to include social rented properties in mixed tenure buildings.
^3	  Despite objection and legal action from residents, the Ferrier estate has been ‘regeneration’, residents were decanted and the estate is replaced by Kidbrooke Village, a commercial development led by Berkeley Homes.  
